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150th Anniversary of Diplomatic Relations between Italy and Japan: 
the Role of Italian Photographers in 19th Century Japan
イタリア日本国交 150周年――19世紀日本におけるイタリア人写真家の役割
Rossella Menegazzo　ロッセッラ・メネガッツォ    ミラノ大学准教授
I’m very honoured and happy to be invited to this international symposium for the 
50th anniversary of your University. I want to thank you for inviting me again this year, and 
particularly I would like to thank professor Inoue Satsuki who enthusiastically supported the 
idea to create an exchange agreement for research on arts between our Universities that has 
been approved just few days before. I want to thank also my friend and colleague Professor 
Honda Mitsuko for the continuous support, and also professor Takanashi Mitsumasa who today 
is translating my speech and professor Yasuhara Masayuki. Also a special thank goes to the 
oﬃce for International exchanges and the people who worked on this symposium arrangements.
Maybe in Japan is not obvious to know and feel how much Japanese culture is loved and 
considered “cool” today outside Japan, in such a way it’s inﬂuencing Italian life style at all levels. 
The year 2016 has seen in Italy lots of events on Japanese culture, theatre, music, and art. A 
ﬁrst photographic exhibition on “Domon Ken. The master of Realism” was held at the Ara Pacis 
Museum in Rome; while “Masterworks of Japanese Buddhist sculpture” opened at the Scuderie 
del Quirinale in Rome at the presence of Italian Republic President Sergio Mattarella. Finally, the 
exhibition on ukiyo-e masters “Hokusai, Hiroshige, Utamaro” opened at Palazzo Reale in Milan 
in September  as the climax event of the 150th anniversary since the sign of the ﬁrst Treaty of 
amity and commerce between Italy and Japan.
A fascination for the East and particularly for Japanese culture that has just been 
recorded in Europe and Italy with the diﬀusion of ukiyo-e among the Impressionists and Post-
impressionists artists in Paris in Mid Nineteenth century. Together with the assimilation of 
brilliant and ﬂat colours and the immediate and simple composition which characterized Edo 
colour woodblock prints, a more wide assimilation of Japanese lifestyle, manners and fashions, 
such as the use of screens, fans, painted scrolls and kimonos in everyday life by the intellectual 
elitè gave form to the unique phenomenon called Japonisme . The encounter with Japanese 
culture seems to have started with the discovery by Felix Braquemond in 1856 of some print 
pages of the Hokusai Manga , which he shared with his friends, Manet, Degas, Fantin-Latour, 
Whistler, while Edmond de Goncourt wrote the ﬁrst biography on Hokusai and went keeping a 
letter exchange with the Italian art critic Vittorio Pica on Japanese painting.
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Bakumatsu-Meiji years, between the second half of 19th century and the beginning of 
20th century, represented for Japan a big change both from a political, social economical point 
of view as well as from an artistic one. A change due to the opening of Japanese harbours to 
foreign Countries and the consequent sign of the Treaties of Amity and Commerce with each 
Country since 1854. Italy and Japan signed their ﬁrst Treaty in 1866, two years before Meiji 
Restoration was actuated in 1868.
From the point of view of the artistic relations between our Countries it was a very 
interesting and live period: since the Sixties of Nineteenth centuries some Italian personalities, 
noblemen, photographers and artists, reached the far Japan and in different ways they 
contributed both to the development of arts in Japan as well as to the knowledge of Japanese 
culture outside Japan.
From ukiyo-e  to photography  
In fact, the opening of Japan to the West meant at ﬁrst a sudden and big outgoing of 
products and knowledge, but it also meant a lively income of products, ideas and people: the 
same ukiyo-e , since Mid-19th century, was going to transform the way of painting in Europe, 
but it was also a new media that was able to witness all the artistic changes and the introduction 
of new techniques, optical, mechanical and chemical devices coming from the West to Japan.
Since mid-18th century, ukiyo-e  masters had absorbed Western painting techniques 
such as perspective (uki-e ) and chiaroscuro thanks to the European etchings that entered Japan 
during the open-mind cultural politic of the VIII shōgun  Yoshimune. From there on, research 
to reach an even more realistic way of painting developed in Japan with the use of optical 
equipments (nozoki megane  ﬁrst and camera obscura  later) which stimulated inside the ukiyo-e 
production those special pictures called megane-e . 
Ukiyo-e  colour woodblock prints themselves became also a documentation of the 
adoption in large scale in Japanese everyday life of these new equipment coming from Western 
science, such as lenses, microscope, camera obscura and dagherrotype camera, etc. Today we 
think about these equipment as artistic media, but it’s important to remember they were in that 
epoch mainly and primarily scientific discovers and curiositis (kiki ) as well as contemporary 
fashionable objects.
Introduction of photography in Japan
Photography arrived in Japan in the 50’s of 19th century. In 1853 at least five 
photographic equipment were registered in Japan, but the process of photographing was 
complicate as it implied chemical, optical and mechanical knowledge, together with a language 
capacity to translate manuals. Also, it was not simple to ﬁnd theoretical materials, nor foreigners 
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who could really teach the right photographic process.
The ﬁrst photography that was taken by Japanese is dated 1857. It is a daguerreotype 
portrait of the daimyō  of Satsuma domain, Shimazu Nariakira, taken by two servants he 
appointed to this kind of research. In fact, experimentation and investment in photographic ﬁeld 
both in terms of economical and human resources were pushed by daimyō . 
The opening of Nagasaki, Kanagawa, Shimoda, Yokohama, Hakodate, Kobe harbours to 
commerce and to the residence of foreigners permitted a quick development of commercial 
activities conducted both by Japanese and Foreigners. Among these activities photography 
and production of images resulted as a major market with a growing numbers of photo studios 
established since 1860.
List of early photo studios:
Ukai Gyokusen (1807-1887), Edo, 1860-61 
Shimooka Renjo (1823-1914), Yokohama, 1862
Ueno Hikoma (1838-1904), Nagasaki, 1862
Uchida Kuichi (ca. 1844-75), Kobe / Osaka, 1865 
Yokoyama Matsusaburo (1838-1884), Hakodate, 1868
Kusakabe Kinbei (1841‒1934), Yokohama, 1880
Felice Beato (1832-1909),Yokohama, 1863
Baron Raimund von Stillfried (1839-1911), Yokohama, 1871
Adolfo Farsari (1841-1898), Yokohama, 1885
A market for a foreign public
Following the success of colour woodblock prints, photography found a perfect ground 
to spread out; it reached a great success and went diﬀusing very quickly as much as the travel 
culture and the myth of the Far East went diﬀusing in the West. A myth that became wider and 
wider as far as woodblock prints ﬁrst and photos later have been selling in the West. Both these 
productions were thought for the market of mass image, they were souvenir images, in few 
words they should “sell dreams”. 
But, while prints were made for a national public before conquering Europe, photography 
moved in function of the new foreign buyers who arrived in the archipelago curious, desiring to 
acquire exotic things, and ready to buy without any ﬁnancial problem. 
Who were these ﬁrst travellers?
If we look to Italy we have precious information through the diaries annotating the 
Japanese days of noblemen and women, aristocrats and diplomatic people travelling to the Far 
East, but also through the most important collections of oriental art in Italy which show how 
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these travellers moved and to which extent their trips were important from an economical and 
cultural point of view.
Italians present in Japan since the second half of 19th century, Bakumatsu-Meiji period
Alberto e Maria Pansa Ambasciatori ( in Japan in 1894)
Principe Enrico di Borbone Conte di Bardi　（collection of Venice Oriental Museum）　
Alessandro Zileri (in Japan in 1889)
Italians invited by Meiji government to teach at the ﬁrst Art Institute in Tokyo
Giovanni Cappelletti（Architect  m.1855ca）
Vincenzo Ragusa（Sculptor  1841 － 1927）
（Luigi Pigorini National Museum of history and ethnography, Rome）
Antonio Fontanesi（Painter  1818 － 1882）
Edoardo Chiossone（Design and Engraving  833-1898） 
（Chiossone Museum, Genoa）　
In the new market of images production a key role was that of Felice Beato and  Adolfo 
Farsari both photographers from Italy and especially from the North-east Veneto region.
Felice Beato, despite to be Venetian in origin, arrived to Japan in 1863 with a British 
passport registered with the name of Felix Beato; Adolfo Farsari, from Vicenza province, was 
active in Japan in the 80’s. Both of them contributed with a creative businessman spirit to 
diﬀuse in Japan the photographic quality and the art of colouring by hand the same photos, 
using artisans in their atelier and teaching the profession to those who became the first 
generation of professional photographers. 
The photographic images of Japan that they, but also other photographers of this ea 
produced, spread all over Japan and to Europe and America through lacquered and enamel 
photo albums with a multiplicity of photo subjects. These beautiful objects represented the 
easiest way to make people to know Edo and Meiji Japanese manners and costumes which 
disappeared after the Meiji Restoration. 
Also, their ability was to pick up from the ukiyo-e  woodblock prints those subjects and 
compositions that have just become famous and aﬃrmed, re-proposing those same landscapes, 
meisho , portrait of famous people, folkloristic types and female beauties in coloured photos.
Their life stories often cross with that of famous travellers, noblemen, ambassadors, 
military people travelling from Europe to explore the exotic Far East at the end of  19th century. 
It also happened they met some of the Italian artists invited by the Meiji government to teach at 
the ﬁrst Institute of Art in Tokyo, such as Giovanni Cappelletti (architect, m.1885ca), Vincenzo 
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Ragusa (sculptor, 1841-1927), Antonio Fontanesi (painter, 1818-1882), Edoardo Chiossone 
(designer and engraver, 1833-1898).
From the diary of Alessandro Zileri who accompanied Conte Bardi Prince of Borbone, the 
nobleman who created the collection of Venice  Oriental Museum, during his visit to Japan, we 
have proof of the importance photography had in the period and how Yokohama was the core 
of this new market: 
“Da Kofu si prosegue per Iwabushi sulla via del Tokaido Ultimamente terminata, per giungere mercoledì 
12 giugno a Yokohama dove tutto è un po’ mescolato di europeo non per nulla giacchè ve ne sono molti. Senza 
contare i molti forestieri di passaggio: i bianchi ammontano a 1473 per 70.000 indigeni e 2359 Chinesi”. 
[From Kofu we proceed to Iwasaki on the Tokaido road. Just recently completed, to reach on June 12 
Yokohama where everything is in some way mixed in a European way as there are many Europeans.  Without 
counting the foreigners passing through the city, white men amount to 1473 in a total population of 70.000 
indigenous and 2859 Chinese]
“A Yokohama, oltre agli antiquari e a ogni bottega di oggetti d’arte spesso tenuta da europei, la cui 
deﬁnizione più bonaria è “una massa di intriganti”.
[In Yokohama, antique shop and art objects shop are often ownd by Europen which right deﬁnition, to be 
kind, is “a mass of Intriguing people”]
The wife of Alberto Pansa Ambassador, Maria Gigli Cervi Pansa writes in her diary(p135): 
“Yokohama “immenso porto di mare pieno di movimento”…”il soggiorno in quella confusione non è 
simpatico”… ”
[Yokohama “immense harbour full of movement”…”To stay in that confusion is not enjoying”…]
Ambassador Alberto Pansa notes in his oﬃcial diary on April 21st in Tokyo (Pansa IV, 
p.154):
“oggi dovevamo andare a un gran party a Palazzo; ma piove e il ricevimento non ha luogo. Visita a diversi 
negozi di curiosità…acquisto di fotograﬁe”.
[“today we had to go to a great party at the Palace, but it’s raining and the reception haven’t been done.. 
We went to visit several curiosity shop…we bought photographies”]
FELICE BEATO (Venezia 1832- Firenze 29 gennaio 1909)
Only in 2009 it was discovered his death happened in Florence, Santa Lucia sul prato, 
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in 1909 and his tomb, with only the name written by pencil, was found in the cimitery of San 
Miniato al Monte (it was announced in the Corriere Fiorentino  of June 21st 2012). His family 
moved to Corfù when he was 2 years old, that’s why he arrived in Japan as a British citizen. 
In 1858 he results to be registered in Calcutta as Felix, but while in Japan we ﬁnd out he was 
called Signor Beato, as he conﬁrmed in a conference held in 1886 at the London and Provincial 
Photographic Society as Felice. Until some years ago his identity was confused with that of his 
brother Antonio who worked in the Middle East. He arrived to Japan with lot of experience on 
his back: he photographed Crimea war in 1855, the Indian mutiny in 1857, the Anglo-French 
attack to Beijin in China, etc.
Wirgman registered in The Illustrated London News  of September 12th, 1863 the 
arrival of Felix Beato, a professional photographer, in Yokohama that year in July. He spend 
21 years in total teaching the art of photography and hand colouring to the ﬁrst  generation 
of Japanese photographers such as Kusakabe Kinbei. Beato counted on high-rank friendships 
which permitted him to travel around Japan easily to take photos of new landscapes and to be 
in the ﬁrst line during battles, also he could enter foreign ships when they arrived in Yokohama 
harbour to take portraits of the crew, then invited to his atelier. This assured him always new 
images, forbidden to others, and a special economical value to his work. In 1864 he followed 
the punitive British naval attack at Shimonoseki against those territories that arouse against 
the foreigners; in 1865 he photographed Nagasaki, the following year he loose his studio and a 
large part of his archive due to a ﬁre, so he started to travel again to take new photos.
He sold his stock in 1877 to the Austrian Baron Raimond Von Stillfried who sold it again 
on 1885 to his assistant Kusakabe Kinbei (1841-1934). 
Beato was appreciated for his documentary ability, his landscapes, the  profound contrast 
he was able to give between black and white, the perfect focus he was able to give to foreground 
and distant horizon together with perfect light contrast. 
To Beato we due the diﬀusion in Japan of the colour (aniline or watercolours) applied by 
hand on photos, a quality distinctive of Japanese photography; but also an enormous corpus of 
images portraying faces, places  and manners of Japan which represents a rich ethnographic 
and anthropological archive of that period.
ADOLFO FARSARI (Vicenza 1841-1898)
Farsari was living in Arcugnano, Vinceza province. He entered the military Academy of 
Modena becoming an oﬃcial and participating to the American Civil war in 1863. 
His name is registered in Japan since 1878 as a member of the Yokohama Cigar 
Company, but in 1884 it results he owned a publishing company to sell books, maps, photos. In 
1885 he established his photographic studio acquiring the stock by Stillfried and Andersen, but 
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the following years it was destroyed by a ﬁre together with the photos by Beato that Stillfried 
had acquired. He was one of the photographers in Japan mostly appreciated for the variety and 
ﬁne quality of colours he applied on his photos and in 1890 his studio counted on 32 artisans, 
that seems they were well- paid, dedicated to a quite realistic colouring of the photos and to the 
production of photo-albums with paper imported by England. 
In Zileri’s diary we read about Farsari: 15th June 1889, ﬁle XII:
“…i luoghi più frequentati [a Yokohama] sono gli studi di fotografia “è un flagello qui quante belle 
fotograﬁe, l’uno ha una colezione più bella dell’altro e si ﬁnisce per pentirsi di avere già prese e comperare molti 
dupplicati; quelle di Farsari passano per le migliori giacchè le sue foto dipinte non perdono il colore come le altre 
col tempo ma sono molto care.”
[…the most frequented places [in Yokohama] are the photo studios “it’s a plague here how many beautiful 
photos, a collection more beautiful than the other, that you mind to have just bought some and yo ﬁnish to buy 
lot of replicas; those by Farsari seem to be the best, as his painted photos don’t vanish their colours in the time, as 
the photos do, but they are very expensive.]
Again we read in ﬁle XIII:
“Ma è tempo di …tornare a Yokohama, dove il 4 luglio, riprendono le frequentazioni preferite: gli studi 
fotografici: Welsh, Farsari, Tamamura..la mattina pioviggina e non vado che da Welsh per accompagnare la 
principessa che si fa fotografare in giapponese con un kago…”
[But it’s time to..go back to Yokohama, where on July 4th, we start again to see our favourite places: 
photographic studios: Welsh, Farsari, Tamamura, in the mornin it’s a misty rain and I go only to Welsh’s to 
accompany the princess who thave been taken her portrait in Japanese costumes with kago…] 
In 1898 Farsari died during a trip to Italy concluding suddenly his activity. 
Conclusion
What it has to be noted about old Japanese photography is the fact that over a century 
and a half since these photos were produced, in an era when people is getting accustomed to 
images of any sort and format, ﬁxed and movable, more advanced in term of technique, they 
continue to exert a strong fascination on us.
For the public of Nineteenth century, as well as for the public today, these small ﬁgurines 
portraying strange types and far places, have been representing a sort of other world, an exotic 
and dreaming world, which was indicated with the general term of Far East. Territories to be 
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explored in person when possible, but also only by fantasy, when not possible to travel, imaging 
and projecting a false image derived by those ﬁrst photos conveyed through albums, gazettes, 
newspapers. 
As Theroux says: «Most of the fascination we have for the exotic is derived by 
photographies »1.
It has to be dsaid also that the development of photography in Japan is strongly related 
to the cultural and artistic situation of that epoch. Despite the delay photography had in being 
introduced to Japan, the aesthetic and artistic sensibility just present in Japan permitted 
photography to reach a unique and peculiar quality not present in any other Country.
Foreign and Japanese photographers couldn’t 
ignore the taste and fashion ukiyo-e colour woodblock 
prints have just spread through the population. It’
s evident they had to deal with the real situation, and 
maybe they thought it was worthy to propose those 
same subjects, colours, compositions as the ukiyo-e  
masters just turned into fashion.  Models were asked 
to pose in studio with a scenario on the back, wearing 
typical costumes to recreate the most peculiar folcklore 
types which were going to disappear with the Meiji 
Restoration and the adoption of Western fashions.
Photos in Bakumatsu-Meiji period were meant 
to recreate for a more large public the same dream just 
conveyed by ukiyo-e  works, the fascination of nishiki-e  
adding colours by hand, trying to avoid the mechanical 
and optical characteristic of the camera.
Note
1 Alan Beukers, Paul Theroux, Exotic Postcards. The Lure of Distant Lands,  Thames & Hudson, 
London 2007, p.11. 
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ヴィンツェンツォ ・ラグーサ（彫刻家、1841 － 1927 年）コレクションは現在、
ローマのルイージ・ピゴリーニ国立先史民族学博物館に収蔵。
























「甲府から、我々は東海道を岩崎へと進む。つい最近踏破して、6 月 12 日横浜に到着した。
横浜には多くのヨーロッパ人がいるので、全てのものがある程度ヨーロッパ式と混ざり
合っている。この町を通り過ぎる外国人の数を除外しても、総人口 7 万人ののうち白人






　アルベルト・パンサ大使は 4 月 21 日東京で公式日記にこう記しました（パンサⅣ、154 頁）。
「今日は宮殿の豪華なパーティーに行かなければならなかったが、雨が降っていてレセプ
ションは開かれずいた…私たちは幾つかの興味をそそる店を訪れた…写真を買った。」
フェリーチェ・ベアト（1832 年ヴェネツィア生―1909 年 1月 29日フィレンツェ没）
2009 年にサン・ミニアート・アル・モンテ教会の墓地で、鉛筆で名前が書かれただけのベア
トの死亡証明書が発見され、彼が 1909 年フィレンツェのサンタ・ルチア・スル・プラート教会






アントニオと混同されていました。ベアトは 1855 年のクリミア戦争、1857 年のインド大反乱、
英仏連合軍による北京占領などを撮影した豊富な経験を携えて、日本へとやって来たのです。
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1 Alan Beukers, Paul Theroux, Exotic Postcards. The Lure of Distant Lands , Thames & Hudson, London 2007, p.11.
